Appearance of interferon-alpha in serum and signs of reduced immune function in pigs after transport and installation in a fattening farm.
Pigs were transported from several breeding facilities at the age of 10-12 weeks and regrouped in a fattening farm, specialized in breeding pigs for subsequent slaughter. Blood samples were obtained from the animals just before transport and daily for 17 days after installation in the fattening farm. On each occasion a group of ten animals (170 animals in total) was sampled. The levels of interferon-alpha (IFN-alpha) in serum were measured as antiviral activity in a cytopathic effect inhibition assay. Beginning at day 4 after installation, a significant proportion of sera contained IFN-alpha, with the highest incidence of IFN-alpha positive animals (25%) and IFN-alpha titers on days 5-10. This indicates a high frequency of viral infections in the animals. The in vitro ability of peripheral blood mononuclear leukocytes (PBMCs) to produce IFN-alpha after stimulation by glutaraldehyde-fixed pseudorabies virus-infected PK15 cells and their proliferative response to the T-cell mitogen leukoagglutinin (LA) was also monitored. There was a significant, but moderate decrease in the ability of PBMCs to produce IFN-alpha during the observation period. In contrast, the response to the mitogen LA decreased markedly during the first 5 days, and thereafter remained at the same low level. The proliferative response to LA was significantly lower for PBMCs from serum of IFN-alpha-positive than from IFN-alpha-negative animals. These impaired PBMC responses could indicate a stress-induced immune depression, possibly contributing to the high incidence of viral infections.